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N16
Assessing the role of fathers/
father figures

30 minutesGroups 2-6 (Working Together 2010)

To assess parents’ capacity to respond to the child’s needs.

Common Core 1  Effective communication and engagement with children, young people, their families 
and carers (skills: consultation and negotiation).  Understand the key role and value of parents and carers; 
know when to refer them to further sources of information, advice or support.

Common Core 1 Effective communication and engagement with children, young people, their families 
and carers (knowledge: importance of respect).  Be self-aware: know how to demonstrate a commitment to 
treating all people fairly; be respectful by using active listening and avoiding assumptions.

Daniel, B. and Taylor, J. (2005) ‘Do they care? The role of fathers in cases of child neglect.’ In J. 
Taylor and B. Daniel (eds) Child Neglect: Practice Issues for Health and Social Care. London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers.

Featherstone, B. (2003) ‘Taking fathers seriously’. British Journal of Social Work 33(2): 239-254.

Scourfield, J. (2003) Gender and Child Protection. Houndsmills: Palgrave Macmillan
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Learning outcomes.

There are many different ideological positions with regard to fathers 
– ranging from feminist analyses of gender and power to lobbyists for 
fathers and legal justice. It is important to stress that this presentation 
is based on the fundamental basis that all decisions should be based 
upon what is in the best interests of the child. It is also important to 
concentrate on issues in relation to fathers/father figures and neglect.

Discussion point:  Quick question: ask participants how easy they find it 
to work with fathers in cases where children are neglected? Do you think 
father figures are in the background?  If so, why is this?

There is a considerable body of research to suggest that traditionally child protection practice has 
been highly gendered and that fathers and father figures have been rendered invisible in practice. 
More recently the role of fathers has received more political and media attention. 

However, the role of fathers is still often couched in the context of traditional gender roles – thus 
there is talk of the importance of fathers as a ‘male role model’ and as the parent who exerts 
discipline. 

The role of fathers as nurturers is still less to the fore. Fathers may be absent – to which there 
can be questions about the child’s view of that and how much information is available to the 
child about their father and their father’s extended family.  It is particularly important that the 
perspective and engagement with the male carer/father figure is pursued and undertaken (Munro 
2011).
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7

8

By the same token, the nature of the relationship between the father or 
father figure and the child may not be considered by practitioners.

Dubowitz et al. (2000) is one of the few studies to look at the role of 
fathers in neglect. The findings are mixed, but the sub-sample gives 
some interesting pointers.

Dubowitz et al.’s (2000) research raises a broader question about 
whether it is the gender of adults in the households that matter rather 
than that there is more than one adult to help with child care.

5

The lack of attention to fathers is limiting for two reasons – it ignores the 
potential risks and assets of men to children. It is especially important in 
cases of neglect to be alert to the role of fathers and other male figures 
in the household. Women whose children are neglected are frequently 
themselves vulnerable to the attentions of men who are dangerous to 
children either directly or indirectly.

9

This slide stresses the importance of including attention to fathers 
and father figures in assessments. Irrespective of whether the father is 
absent or present in the child’s life, he may still be a salient figure to the 
child. The absence of a father, or lack of information about him can affect 
the child’s sense of self.

10

In an assessment, one of the tasks is to assess the actual or potential risks 
of harm posed by the father and/or father figures to the child together 
with the protective factors.
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14

As above, the slide suggests a role for a range of professions.

The child’s plan should include what actions should be taken in relation 
to the father and/or father figure, in particular attention to ameliorating 
potential or actual risks of harm.

In the same way, the assessment should incorporate attention to 
the ways in which the father could be supported in their positive 
interactions with the child.

Again, the child’s plan should include ways to maximise the strengths 
and positive contributions of the father and his extended family, 
whether or not the father lives in the same household as the child.

15

16

This and the next two slides give some pointers for practice to build on 
the positive impact of fathers in the lives of their children.

As above.
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Fathers appear to have a specific positive impact on their child’s 
schooling if they show an interest in the child’s education.

Discussion point:  Quick question: what is the role of fathers?  

There are a number of complexities about how a man may view 
masculinity, fatherhood and parenthood. What is most salient for the 
child is that the person is a human. Men can have very different ideas 
about what being a father means. Practitioners therefore need to be 
aware simultaneously of the potential in all men and the specifics of the 
individual situation. Feelings of effectiveness are what matter. 

Fathers whose children are the subject of concerns about neglect may themselves have 
experienced neglect in their own childhoods and have low self-efficacy and low self-esteem as 
a consequence. They, themselves, may not have experienced any positive parenting by a male 
figure in their own lives and so will have no models to base their behaviour on. 

The parameters of what may be different about the way in which fathers and mothers contribute 
to meeting the needs of their children might go some way towards explaining why the research 
is so confused about fathers’ contributions. The only unique aspect of a father and all his personal 
traits is his gender. Sometimes people suggest that a father is needed to provide a good ‘male 
role-model’, but there is a lack of common consensus about what a ‘good male’ should be. Perhaps 
we should be looking to both mothers and fathers to act as good ‘human role models’. In relation 
to neglect it is important not to make assumptions that nurturing can be undertaken solely by 
women. 

To make a positive contribution to the child’s life, the father does not necessarily need to be 
present in the household and in some cases, certainly should not be. One of the fundamental 
ways in which a father can enhance his child’s development is by being psychologically available. 
Availability need not necessarily denote physical presence in the household in which the child 
lives. Most of the evidence points to the primacy of the quality of the relationship, not the physical 
living arrangements. 

The presence of a violent father can be as damaging as the absence of a ‘good’ father. Fatherhood 
debates tend to conflate physical and psychological presence. There is an assumption that 
resident fathers are always present for their children, whereas absent fathers are neither physically 
nor emotionally available.  Clearly this is biased account, as fathers can be ‘technically present but 
functionally absent’. Some resident fathers provide little for their children, while many ‘absent’ 
fathers maintain excellent relationships with their children. In cases of neglect where there may be 
several children, perhaps with different fathers, and a number of different father figures, it is vital 
to assess carefully the contribution that each may offer to each child.
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Infants show separation protest from their fathers and the majority are 
attached to both parents.  As long ago as 1964, Schaffer and Emerson 
found, that by 18 months most infants will protest at separation from 
the father. Other studies have also suggested that by eight months most 
infants are attached to both parents. There is now, therefore, consensus 
that infants can form attachments to fathers. 

As to whether patterns of attachment are similar, there is some evidence 
that when under stress, and in a position to choose between the mother 
and father, infants will turn to the mother. However, studies where the 
roles are swapped show that if the father is the main caregiver, they turn 
to the father. It is the role, not the gender that seems crucial. In majority 
of families the gender roles diverge quickly along gender-stereotypical 
lines.  

Notes


